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It is widely assumed that the Eastern Orthodox Church has never
been very successful in a missionary work and even has not really been
interested in it; that the Orthodox church has striven for the salvation only
of its own children born and brought up in the Orthodox tradition either
Greek, Russian, Serbian, or of some other Eastern European or a MiddleEast historically orthodox nation. In fact, if an average Greek or Russian
parishioner had been asked about the missionary work of his church, most
probably he would have shrugged his shoulders saying that this was not
the business of his church and then he would have referred the inquirer to
the Catholics or Protestants.
However, these observations of outsiders and insiders of
Eastern Orthodoxy are not supported by historical data and present day
developments. There have been significant missionary achievements as well
as great missionaries through whose efforts fifteen national autocephalous
or self-governing Orthodox churches and their numerous branches have
been organized in various parts of the world.
The fifteenth autocephalous church, the Orthodox Church in
America, was created just last spring. It will be the main subject of this
paper, preceded by a brief summary of some of the outstanding orthodox
missionary achievements.
In 863, the Byzantine church launched its mission to the Western
Slavs in Moravia which led to the Christianization of the Southern Slavs
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and in the second part of the tenth century to the Christianization of
Russia.
Eminently prepared for their mission, the Greek brothers, S. S.
Cyrill and Methodius—priests, scholars, and accomplished linguists—
brought religion, culture, written language, and literature to the Slavs. The
Cyrillic alphabet is still used by the Bulgarians, Serbians, and the Russians.
The Russian literary language to the present time has been particularly
rooted in the Old Church Slavonic of S. S. Cyrill and Methodius’ creation.
In the west the brothers defended the idea of equality of languages
and the Byzantine church’s principle of using vernaculars in the liturgy.
This is powerfully projected in St. Cyrill’s poem, “Prologue to the Gospels”:
Christ comes to gather the nations and tongues. Since
He is the light of the world ...
Naked indeed are all nations without their own books
Who being without arms cannot fight
The Adversary of our souls.
Since the decline and the fall of the Byzantine Empire, the
leadership in missionary work went to the Russian church, the daughter
of the Byzantine church and the heir of its tradition. The Greeks and the
Balkan Slavs were just barely surviving under the Moslem rule of almost
400 years and could not even think of missionary activities. Russia also
had its share of national tragedy. It lived under the Tartar yoke from the
middle of the thirteenth century to the end of the fifteenth century.
However, the Russian church began its missionary work among the
heathen tribes of Finnic and Mongolian origin in the northern and eastern
regions of the land already in the fourteenth century. The missionaries were
ascetic monks who built small monasteries in their primeval forests or on
the shores of the icy northern sea. They lived in unbearable conditions and
preached religion and brought civilization to the natives.
St. Stephen of Perm was a well-known fourteenth century
missionary who converted the Finnic tribe of Permians to Christianity.
He also created a Permian alphabet, thus becoming the founder of the
Permian written tradition.
With the conquest of Siberia, the missionary work began to spread
among various people of Asiatic Russia. Bishop Innocent of Irkutsk (later
canonized) became known for his work among the natives of Eastern
Siberia in the beginning of the eighteenth century. At the same time, a
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Russian Orthodox mission to China was established. Its first task was to
serve a large group of Cossaks taken prisoners by the Chinese on the River
Amuz. Later, the mission converted a number of Chinese and published
valuable scholarly materials on the history, language, and culture of China.
In the second part of the nineteenth century the Russian Orthodox
mission was established in Japan by a famous missionary, Archbishop
Nicholas Kassatkin. The present Orthodox church of Japan is the fruit of
his work.
Another Russian mission, probably the most important by its
consequences, was sent to North America.
In all, there are about 3,500,000 Orthodox faithful in North
America, distributed among eighteen different national jurisdictions
subordinate to their respective headquarters in foreign countries, or having
their headquarters in exile for political reasons.
The Aleutian Islands and Alaska were discovered by the captains
of the Russian Imperial Navy, Behring, and Chirikov, in 1741. They
were followed by Russian merchants interested in the skins of the young
ursine seals. In 1784, Gregory Shelehov, a merchant trader who laid the
foundations of the famous Russo-American Company, landed on Kodiak
Island. Besides pursuing his fur-seal business, he became deeply devoted to
the task of bringing Christianity to the natives of the newly acquired lands.
He built a church on Kodiak, founded a school, and personally baptized
many Aleuts. Later, together with his partner Ivan Golikov, he petitioned
the Empress Catherine II and the Holy Synod to send missionaries. Their
petition was granted. A mission of eight monks, under the leadership of
Archimandrite Joasaph Bolotov, reached Kodiak Island on September 24,
1794. That year marked the beginning of the Russian Orthodox Church
in North America.
During the first two years the missionaries baptized 12,000
natives and built several chapels. The Holy Synod decided to establish
a missionary bishopric on the Aleutian Islands. Archimandrite Joasaph
was consecrated Bishop of Kodiak in the cathedral of Irkutsk in Siberia
on April 10, 1799, but he never reached his see. In May of the same year
the Phoenix, the ship on which the new Bishop was returning to Alaska,
sank in stormy waters somewhere near Unalaska; Bishop Joasaph and 70
other passengers perished. Another bishop for Alaska was not appointed
for 40 years.

324 | 10th Biennial Meeting (1970)

Meanwhile, the missionary work was carried on by the remaining
monks who had come with Archimandrite Joasaph. They were the
hieromonk Athanasy, hierodeacon Nektary, and the monk German.
The last and the most modest of these missionaries. Father German,
the blessed Elder of Alaska, is an image of holiness and spirituality shining
upon us through a century and a half of the growth and development of
the Orthodox Church in this part of the world.
Like St. Seraphim of Sarov, he was born in a modest merchant
family of a little town near Moscow. From his youth he aspired to the
service of God. He entered one of the branches of the famous Holy Trinity
monastery, which had been founded by St. Sergius of Radonezh. Seeking
a quieter and more secluded place, he went to the Valaam monastery in
the Far North of Russia. There he joined the Alaskan mission of Father
Joasaph.
An extremely simple man who nevertheless was well-read
and eloquent, he emanated love and understanding. For the natives,
Father German was the very symbol of Christianity, while a one-time
administrator of the Russian colonies in North America, Simeon Yanovsky,
a well-educated man and a ranking naval officer, was so deeply influenced
by Father German that he ended his life as a monk. Yanovsky’s son, who
as a baby had sat in Father German’s lap, became a hieromonk. We owe
much to Yanovsky for our information about Father German.
However, not all administrators and merchants in the Russian
colonies here were as noble and pious as Yanovsky and Shelehov.
Yanovsky’s successor, Baranov, and his lieutenants, did not care for the
missionary work. In fact, they were much annoyed by the interference of
the missionaries and especially of Father German in their cruel use of the
natives’ labor.
Father German ended his life in semi-seclusion on a small island,
“Elovy,” which he called “New Valaam,” or Kodiak, in 1837.
New impetus was given to the missionary work by the arrival of a
young priest, John Vaniaminov, to Unalaska Island in 1824. He remained
there for ten years, living among the Aleuts and studying their language and
customs. He wrote the first grammar of the Aleut language and translated
the Divine Liturgy, catechism, and Gospel according to St. Matthew into
that language. His linguistic work has been well recognized by Russian and
foreign scholars. He also built a church on the island with his own hands,
and baptized practically the whole population of the island. After ten
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years of tedious missionary work at Unalaska and nearby islands, Father
Vaniaminov went to Sitka, where he continued his missionary activities
among another people, the Kaloshi. In 1839 he left for St. Petersburg to
arrange for the publication of his works in the Aleut language.
During his stay in St. Petersburg, Father Veniaminov’s wife passed
away. His missionary work was well appreciated in Russia, and as a result
he was appointed and consecrated Bishop of the missionary diocese of
Kamchatka, Alaska, and the Kurile Islands. His monastic name was
Innocent, after the apostle of Siberia. Bishop Innocent returned to Sitka
and continued his missionary activities both on the Asiatic and North
American continents. He founded a seminary in Sitka, as well as various
schools and orphanages. In 1848 St. Michael’s Cathedral was erected in
Sitka; it still stands and serves as the seat of the Bishop of Alaska. From
1852 Bishop Innocent was dividing his time between Alaska and the
Asiatic mainland because of the expansion of missionary work among
natives of the Russian Far East. From 1858 to 1870 Sitka was designated
as the see of a suffrage bishop. Bishops Peter (1859-1867) and Paul (18671870) occupied this see. In 1868 Bishop Innocent was elevated to the
highest office in the Russian Orthodox Church, that of Metropolitan of
Moscow. Much of his time and energy in this office he devoted to the
expansion of the work of the Russian Imperial Missionary Society, the
president of which he became. He died in 1879.
In 1867 the Russian government sold Alaska to the United States.
Provisions were stated in the second and third clauses of the bill of sale
and in the Declaration of 1867, that the United States would recognize the
property and the rights of the Russian Orthodox Church.
At the suggestion of Metropolitan Innocent, the Holy Synod
created in 1870 a separate diocese, comprising the American part of
Manchatka diocese. Bishop John was appointed Bishop of Alaska and the
Aleutian Islands.
Here ends the pre-history of the Orthodox Church in America.
Actually, Russian missionary endeavors among the natives of Alaska and
the Aleutian Islands represent just the most eastern penetration of the vast
missionary work of the Russian Church among various native tribes in the
underdeveloped regions of Siberia and the Far East. They did not affect
directly the growth and development of Orthodoxy in the United States.
The first three Orthodox parishes in the United States proper,
(the Greek parish in New Orleans and the Russian parishes in San
Francisco and New York), came into being almost simultaneously and
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independently of each other in the late 1860’s. Actually, these parishes
were “international.” The church committee of the Greek parish in New
Orleans included Slavs and Syrians, although the minutes of the meetings
were written in English. The Russian parishes in San Francisco and New
York, supported by the Russian consulates, included many Serbians and
Greeks.
The transfer of the Russian Orthodox diocesan see from Sitka,
Alaska, to San Francisco in the ‘80s and then to New York at the turn
of the century coincided with a substantial increase of Russian Orthodox
immigrants from Eastern Europe and the Balkan countries, as well as from
Greece and the Middle East. Many Slavs from the Austro-Hungarian
Empire settled in industrial centers in the Eastern United States,
particularly in the Pennsylvania mining districts. They were the Uniates,
whose Orthodox ancestors had become Roman Catholics of the Eastern
Rite. Over a quarter of a million of them left the Roman Catholic Church
in America and returned to orthodoxy, thereby increasing considerably the
number of parishes in the Russian American Diocese.
The Church of Russia, which first introduced orthodoxy to North
America and created the Diocese of the Aleutian Islands and North
America, exercised symbolical, if not always practical, jurisdiction there
among Orthodox immigrants of various national and ethnic backgrounds.
Orthodox bishops in North America were appointed or confirmed only by
the Holy Synod in St. Petersburg. Moreover, the diocesan administration
received annual financial support from the Russian government.
In 1906, Archbishop Tikhon, head of the American Diocese
and later Patriarch of Moscow and all the Russias, recommended wide
autonomy for the American Church in his memorandum to the Pre-Sobor
Commission in Russia 1916, the same recommendation to the Pre-Sobor
Commission in Russia was given by Archbishop Eudokim, the diocesan
bishop at that time. However, the dream of Archbishop Tikhon and his
successors had to be postponed for more than half a century because of the
historical and political upheavals that followed.
After World War I and the Russian Revolution, the life of the
Orthodox Church in America changed radically. Various non-Russian
national churches sent their bishops there and established their own
jurisdictions in North America completely independent of each other.
Greek, Serbian, Bulgarian, Romanian, Albanian, and other national
churches made their appearance. The majority of the Russian and
Carpatho-Russian parishes, however, remained loyal to their diocesan
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administrations, which had been completely cut off from the Mother
Church due to political events in Russia.
The normalization and further development of life in the RussianAmerican Diocese was based on decisions taken at the All-American
Sobor in Detroit in 1924. In complete accordance with the proposals of the
historical Moscow Sobor of 1917-18 and the decrees of Patriarch Tikhon
regarding dioceses severed from the highest church administration, the
American Diocese of the Russian Church was reorganized as a temporarily
autonomous Metropolitan District (Metropolia) and incorporated as the
Russian Orthodox Greek Catholic Church in America. (At its head there
was to be an elected Archbishop-Metropolitan, a Council of Bishops,
and a Council made up of representatives from the clergy and laity, as
well as periodic All-American Sobors. This reorganization, as we can see
now, actually paved the way for the Autocephalous Orthodox Church in
America established 46 years later.)
During these years of natural growth and development,
the American-Russian Metropolia acquired the prerequisites of an
autocephalous church: maturity, its own territory, a sufficient number of
parishes and parishioners (300 parishes and about 850,000 members), a
hierarchy canonically capable of making subsequent appointments of new
bishops, and the means by which to train new clergymen.
There are two theological schools in the Metropolia: a seminary at
St. Tilthon’s Monastery in South Canaan, Pennsylvania, and St. Vladimir’s
Graduate School of Theology in Crestwood, New York. The latter, owing
to the scholarly publications and activities of its faculty, has become one
of the most important centers of contemporary Orthodox theological
thought in the world. St. Vladimir’s student body numbers young men
from all Orthodox jurisdictions in America and abroad. Its eminent
theologians, such as Father George Florovsky, the former Dean, Father
Alexander Schmemann, the present Dean, and Father John Meyendorff, are
familiar and respected figures at all the important international Orthodox
and Ecumenical gatherings. The school publishes a scholarly magazine,
St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, and books of theological, ethical, and
historical significance.
In addition to the publications of the theological schools, the
Church administration issues and distributes a monthly gazette. The
Orthodox Church, which includes both spiritual material and comprehensive
information on the life of the Church in America and elsewhere. There
are also other publications of the Church administration and of various
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organizations affiliated with the Church, such as The Federated Russian
Orthodox Clubs (FROC), a national organization of American-born
Orthodox, including mutual aid societies, brotherhoods, the national
organization of Orthodox women, etc. These organizations have chapters
in parishes scattered throughout the continent.
The majority of the members of the Metropolia, including its
parish clergy, are second, and third-generation Americans. Almost every
parish has a church or Sunday School providing religious instruction to
the children and teenagers of the parish on all levels, corresponding, to
regular school grades. Programs and materials for the Sunday Schools are
prepared and published by a special committee on religious education of
the Metropolia in cooperation with other Orthodox churches in America.
In regard to the Russian Orthodox Church in the Soviet Union
headed by the patriarch, the Metropolia has never questioned its canonical
authenticity or spiritual authority. But the Metropolia always insisted
on its own administrative self-government and independence as the only
reasonable and ecclesiastically correct arrangement in view of the political
situation.
However, not all Russian Orthodox people in America have
shared the feelings and convictions of the members of the Metropolia.
A substantial number of Russian emigrants who came to America after
the Russian Revolution or the Second World War joined the jurisdiction
of the Russian Orthodox Church outside of Russia, which has about 100
parishes in North and South America. In 1950, its headquarters was moved
from Western Europe to New York. The chief intent of the church is to
preserve Russian orthodoxy and Russian nationality in the non-Orthodox,
non-Russian world. Politically very conservative, it does not recognize the
patriarchal authorities in the Soviet Union as authentic representatives of
the Russian Orthodox Church. On the other hand, about 40 parishes in
America maintained their allegiance to the Moscow Patriarchate.
In the 1930’s, a Russian Orthodox Exarchate, a diocese headed by a
bishop appointed by the Moscow patriarchal authorities, was established in
North America, due to the inability of the Russian Church administration
to reach an agreement with the Metropolia, which insisted on complete
autonomy and non-interference in its ecclesiastical and political affairs.
In 1961, after an earlier unsuccessful attempt, representatives
of the Mother Church and the Metropolia unofficially reestablished
communications at the General Assembly of the World Council of
Churches in New Delhi in 1961. In 1963, a delegation of Christian churches

Grigorieff: The Missionary Work | 329

from the Soviet Union led by Metropolitan Nikodim of Leningrad, head
of the Department of External Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church,
came to the United States at the invitation of the National Council of
Churches. The Metropolitan visited Metropolitan Leonty, head of the
Metropolia, and conversed with other officials of the local church. The
illness and death of Metropolitan Leonty interrupted further attempts
to improve relations between the two churches. In 1967, during a visit
of Metropolitan Nikodim to the United States and, in 1968, during the
General Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Uppsala, Sweden,
unofficial meetings produced a platform and a procedure for negotiations.
It was mutually agreed that the Moscow Patriarchate would exercise its
canonical right to grant autocephaly to the Metropolia on the grounds
that it was the Russian Church that first established an Orthodox diocese
in North America.
Another unofficial meeting of representatives of the Metropolia
with Metropolitan Nikodim occurred in January 1969, in New York.
Official meetings were convened in Geneva, Switzerland, in August, and in
Tokyo, Japan, in November. At these meetings, a final draft of agreement
between the Moscow Patriarchate and the Metropolia was prepared. It was
ratified by the American bishops at their meeting in December and signed
by both Metropolitan Ireney and Metropolitan Nikodim in March 1970,
in New York. The Patriarchal and Synodal Tomos granting autocephaly to
the Russian Orthodox Greek Catholic Church in America was signed by
Patriarch Alexis of Moscow on April 13, 1970, three days before his death.
As a result of the agreement, the patriarchate has agreed to dissolve
its exarchate in North America and to recall the patriarchal exarch from the
territory of the Metropolia. The parishes of the exarchate have been advised
by the patriarchal authorities to join the newly created autocephalous
church. Those, which refuse for the time being to join the new church, will
be administered by one of the vicar bishops of the Patriarch of Moscow.
The Moscow Patriarchate will continue to be represented in America by
the St. Nicholas Cathedral in New York.
(The Patriarch of Moscow and the Holy Synod will address a the
heads of all other autocephalous churches of the Orthodox faith with a
communication advising them of the declaration of the autocephaly of the
Metropolia and urging their brotherly communion with the new church.)
The happy conclusion of the negotiations concerning autocephaly
is not an end, but a beginning. Hopefully, the decision of the patriarchate
in Moscow to give up its rights in America may pave the way for the other
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Orthodox national churches to join the new autocephalous church. The
Encyclical Letter of the great council of Bishops of the Metropolia to the
Orthodox faithful expresses these sentiments:
Having acquired freedom and independence from all
external influences, our church life will no longer be based
on the principle of temporary self-government, but will be
in conformity with a permanent, canonical ‘autocephalous’
status, according to the holy canons of the Orthodox
Church and to our own Statute, adopted by our AllAmerican council of bishops, clergy and laity.
Conscious of being a local American church, our
Metropolitanate has often and publicly stated its belief
that Orthodoxy cannot develop in America except in
unity and independence, in conformity with the project of
Patriarch Tikhon. Today, as the Mother Church, which
established its Mission in America 175 years ago, solemnly
recognized our autocephaly, a threefold task opens up for
us:
• the task of uniting all the Orthodox Christians of
America into one Church
• the task of witnessing freely to the true Christian
faith in the whole world
• the task of growing spiritually, from strength to
strength, through the prayers of the holy Father
Herman of Alaska the first Russian Orthodox
missionary in America who will be canonized this
year by the American church.
The unity of Orthodoxy in America is possible only by
free consent and in conformity with the canonical order
of the Church. We believe that all local autocephalous
Orthodox Churches, which have branches in America,
will recognize that which is good for a united Orthodoxy
in America, is good for them also, and that canonical
unity does not mean suppression of particular national
traditions. The unity of Orthodoxy is not based on the
predominance of one national tradition over the others
but on the cooperation of all in love for the good of the
One Church. If some autocephalous Churches should
prefer to preserve their jurisdictions on the American
continent and control them directly, the Autocephalous
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Orthodox Church in America would always be ready for
full cooperation, communion in prayer, and Christian
action, in expectation of that day when the necessity for
full unity will become evident to all.
In conclusion, I would like to say, that the leaders of the Orthodox
Church in America as well as thoughtful Orthodox people in various
Orthodox communities understand that in our godless and materialistic
world only overall Christian cooperation and unity based on love, mutual
respect and understanding, can make the Christian mission really successful
and to bring salvation to all people.

